The attack of covid19 on India -- the second most populous country of the world -- may cause havoc, given the average quality of health infrastructure in the country ([@bib6]; [@bib8]; [@bib15]). Realizing this, the government announced a 21-day lockdown on 24^th^ March 2020 ([@bib1]). With 571 cases and 10 deaths to report (<https://www.covid19india.org/>, [@bib16]), the move seemed a bit too much and too early ([@bib9]), given the fact that the lockdown would add fuel to the fire of already slowing-down economy (Q3 2019-20 GDP growth rate at 4.7%, forecast for Calendar year 2020 ​at 5.3% by Moody's) ([@bib12]). It was a writing on the wall that the lockdown may lead to loss of livelihood for many, but since it had to choose between saving lives and livelihood, it went for the former ([@bib5]).

The uncertain nature of the pandemic is making it extremely difficult for the governments across the world to formulate policies ([@bib7]). However, the challenge is bigger for India ([@bib14]). Given the huge informal economy of the country filled with migrant labour ([@bib4]), expectedly the lockdown led to loss of livelihood for many, as a result of which hundreds and thousands of migrant labourers started leaving their workplaces to walk hundreds of miles towards their respective hometowns, leading to lockdown violations ([@bib3]). Loss of livelihoods of the migrant labour, however, is not the only problem that the country is staring at. The lockdown could spell havoc for a huge number of small and medium enterprises of the country, leading to further loss of jobs, causing slow demand, slump in production, and the vicious cycle of economic downturn. Besides, with the crop harvesting around the corner, locking the farmers inside their houses may adversely affect the agricultural produce for the season. These anticipations have already started to come true, as just two days into the economy led Moody's to cut its GDP forecast for 2020 for India to 2.5% (as against 5.3% projected barely ten days ago) ([@bib2]).

To tackle the challenges posed by the situation, the government of India announced a relief package to the tune of 1 per cent of the country's GDP ([@bib13]). In light of the diverse nature of the economy, coupled with the dilemma to save lives or livelihood, just a relief package may not be enough. We undertook a detailed analysis of the country's economic situation and the available information to give the following policy suggestions.1.Since there is a limit to the time that the lockdown can be extended in India, the government does not have a choice but to ensure that the lockdown turns out to be successful. However, if the poor people find it tough to survive themselves for the tenure of the lockdown, they would not refrain from coming out on the streets in search of the livelihood. This may endanger the principle of social distancing, leading to an increase in the cases of COVID19. Therefore, the government has to ensure that these people are able to survive themselves during the lockdown period ([@bib6]). To make it happen, the government needs to distribute direct cash to such vulnerable population. Typically, the governments are cautious in distributing cash as such so as to ensure that none of the not-vulnerable people get this benefit. However, this time the challenge for the government is different, and therefore, rather than acting smart, the government needs to act fast. Hence, while planning to distribute cash, the government should not mind if even some not-vulnerable people get the advantage. The positive point is that over the last ten years or so, majority of such vulnerable people have opened their bank accounts, for instance -- through the popular Jan Dhan Yojana.2.While distributing direct cash is of utmost importance, it needs to be noted that cash cannot be of use if it cannot buy food grains. Shortage or non-availability of food grains may also cause damage to the lockdown. India has got 60 million tonnes of food grains stored in its warehouses. This is high time that the government distributes these food grains to the vulnerable population free of cost. This measure would complement the direct cash transfer in big way ([@bib10]).3.To restrict the loss of livelihoods, it is critical to save the small and medium enterprises of the country. A package for the small and medium enterprises of the country cannot therefore be avoided. Also, on the lines of the innovative measures adopted by UK and Finland, the government may also bear partial wages of the employees, once the lockdown ends ([@bib11]).4.Given the agrarian nature of the Indian economy coupled with the fact that crop harvesting is around the corner, a harvesting-time relief package for the farming class may help survive the economy in big way.5.India being a welfare state, a lot of pension schemes (such as old-age pension scheme, widow pension scheme, etc) are running in the country. Since the beneficiaries of these schemes do not have any other means to sustain themselves, the government needs to pay all such pensions in time, while also paying part of the pension in advance.6.What forced India to lockdown early-on, was the dual effect of highly dense population coupled with average health infrastructure characterized by shortage of testing facilities, isolation wards and healthcare professionals (less than 1 doctor per 1000 persons). Also, Indian medical professionals have proved their mettle across the world, but the lack of personal protective equipment (PPE) in the country may risk the lives of the healthcare professionals. The pandemic is a wake-up call for the government, which has been extensively spending on building religious places and statutes of the martyrs and political leaders, to increase the spending on improving the health and (medical) education infrastructure in the country.7.The financial system of India has performed overwhelmingly over the recent times. To tackle the challenge of the pandemic, Reserve Bank of India did cut the policy rates as also allowed the banks a moratorium of 3 months on repayment of term loans outstanding on March 1, 2020. The adoption of similar measure by all the banks in the country (and the enforcement of the same by the government) would augur well for helping the vulnerable population survive themselves.8.India is a federal country with state (provincial) governments at the front in the fight against COVID19, and the central government playing the role of a captain. Decentralization of power to the state governments holds the key for the central government. Most of the measures need to be taken at the level of the state governments, needing the central government to give freedom to them to operate as required. It is pertinent that the freedom without financial support is hardly of any use. While on one hand, the government needs to release funds for the state governments; on the other hand, measures the stringent norms of laws such as Fiscal Responsibility and Budget Management Act need to be relaxed for the year 2020--21.9.The above measures would require the government to spend at least 5 per cent of GDP to tackle the crisis caused by COVID19 (as against 10 per cent in USA, and 1 per cent announced by India so far). It needs to be understood that any conservative approach in tackling this challenge may have long-term implications for the socio-economy of the country.

Our study focuses on India, which is a special case for a number of reasons. One, India is reporting an exponential increase in the number of cases tested positive for COVID-19. Two, India is the second most populous country in the world. Three, India is mainly an agrarian economy with high proportion of migrant labour. Four, Indian economy is in a problem of sorts due to the rising fiscal deficit in the country (3.8 per cent of the GDP in 2019--20) ([@bib2]).

On one hand, the measures as mentioned above would certainly put further pressure on the fiscal deficit of the country. However, it needs to be noted that the government of India decided to save the lives before saving the livelihoods. It is also pertinent that if the livelihoods are not saved, the measures (such as lockdown) would get violated leading to loss of lives as well. By taking the measures as above, there are chances for the situation to be controlled in India. Given the strength of high young population in the country, Indian economy can get moving in no time, once the health-related issues are under control.

Our findings are of interest not just to India, but also to other countries similar to India in one or more of the above four ways, i.e., exponential increase in COVID-19 cases, high density of population, agrarian economy with significant migrant labour, and high fiscal deficits. Some examples of such countries include Singapore, Bangladesh, Pakistan, Netherlands, Belgium, Philippines, Nigeria, etc. Sooner or later, these countries are bound to face the dilemma to choose between lives and livelihoods. The novel contribution of this articles lies in the fact that the policy inputs provided by us may be adapted and replicated for resolving this dilemma and contribute to the cause of economic growth with humane orientation.
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